COURAGEOUS CREATIVITY
SURPRISE!

DEC 2013

“HAVE PATIENCE WITH EVERYTHING THAT REMAINS UNSOLVED IN YOUR
HEART.”
- Rainer Maria Rilke

“AS FAR AS THE LAWS OF MATHEMATICS REFER TO REALITY, THEY ARE
NOT CERTAIN; AND AS FAR AS THEY ARE CERTAIN, THEY DO NOT REFER
TO REALITY.”
- Albert Einstein

“KNOWING IS NOT SIMPLY A MATERIAL ACT, SINCE THE OBJECT THAT
IS KNOWN ALWAYS CONCEALS SOMETHING BEYOND THE EMPIRICAL
DATUM. ALL OUR KNOWLEDGE, EVEN THE MOST SIMPLE, IS ALWAYS A
MINOR MIRACLE, SINCE IT CAN NEVER BE FULLY EXPLAINED BY THE MATERIAL INSTRUMENTS THAT WE APPLY TO IT. IN EVERY TRUTH THERE IS
SOMETHING MORE THAN WE WOULD HAVE EXPECTED, IN THE LOVE THAT
WE RECEIVE THERE IS ALWAYS AN ELEMENT THAT SURPRISES US.”
- Pope Benedict XVI

“I TOOK A TEST IN EXISTENTIALISM. I LEFT ALL THE ANSWERS BLANK
AND GOT 100.”
- Woody Allen
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“...ALL LIFE EXPERIENCES ARE REALLY A FUNCTION OF OUR WAY
OF SEEING THINGS, AND...OUR WILLINGNESS TO BE SURPRISED, INSPIRED AND CHANGED BY THE TINIEST OF THINGS HAS EVERYTHING
TO DO WITH HOW WE CREATE OUR EXPERIENCES, AND THEREBY OUR
LIVES.”

EDITOR’S NOTE
SHAHANA DATTAGUPTA

Shirin Subhani and Shahana Dattagupta were inspired to become curators of stories of courageous
creativity after experiencing firsthand, the transformative power of creative thinking and expression
that involve emotional risk and personal vulnerability in a collective forum. For more about Shirin and
Shahana, please visit the “About Us” page on Flying Chickadee’s Web site:
www.flyingchickadee.com/about.html and connect with us on Facebook/flying chickadee.
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EDITOR’S NOTE
Since I was a little girl I was thrilled and passionate about surprises – both about receiving them as well as about
planning and giving them to others. My life of transformation and unconventional chosen path would later reveal to
me that the true magic of life lies in the mystery, in the unknown, in the uncertainty. I have waxed eloquent about
the possibility in uncertainty in many of my writings. But to my surprise, thanks to this issue partnered with Surprise
Industries, this is the first time I have put these two things together – uncertainty and surprise!
Says co-founder and TED Speaker Tania Luna, “Surprise Industries is a company that uses the science of surprise
to help teams thrive in uncertainty, develop deeper connections, and spread delight.” Her moving TED talk, “How a
penny made me feel like a millionaire,” is a poignant reminder that all life experiences are really a function of our
way of seeing things, and that our willingness to be surprised, inspired and changed by the tiniest of things has
everything to do with how we create our experiences, and thereby our lives.
So read on to be surprised and changed by personal narratives, art, poetry and interview with the folks from Surprise Industries. For one, be surprised by the powerful simplicity of their offering, completely turning on its head
what “business” looks like. Tania Luna writes of the moment she chose Door Number 2, the door of darkness that
led to the expression of her true self, rather than a life of safety and control. Learn how one smile from her convinced her husband Brian Luna to jump from a building or dance in the street, letting go of everything he learned
about being an in-control man growing up in Texas. In our Feature piece, “Surprise! You’re Not (Really) Alone,” read
how co-owner Carolyn McCandlish discovered that all our human aloneness is transformed in a single moment
of surprising, vulnerable connection. And finally, in their late teens and early twenties, Victoria Chok, Leah Kashani
and Wan Siang stun us with their writing, poetry and art, revealing an early understanding of the creative power of
uncertainty (and surprise).
May the holidays bring true surprises into your lives – those that bring the present moment alive and remind you of
the gift of life.
Shahana.

“LIKE WHEN YOU’RE LITTLE AND YOU’RE PRETTY SURE THAT MAGIC
EXISTS AND ADULTS HAVE JUST FORGOTTEN. LIKE WHEN YOU REALIZE,
IF YOU’RE EVER STUPID, BRAVE, AND LUCKY ENOUGH TO REALIZE, THAT
TRUE LOVE EXISTS, AND IT FEELS JUST HOW YOU DREAMT IT WOULD.”

THE OTHER DOOR
TANIA LUNA

Tania is the co-founder and CEO of Surprise Industries, a company that uses the science of surprise to help teams thrive in uncertainty, develop deeper connections, and spread delight. She is
a researcher, psychology instructor, writer, speaker, animal-lover, and surprise-plotter.
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THE OTHER DOOR
There came a time when I felt safe.
After a lifetime of things spiraling, plummeting, crumbling, I finally found myself standing on steady ground. Shiny
hardwood floors to be exact.
I had a perfect apartment.
I had a sensible relationship.
I had a solid career plan.
I had no unpleasant surprises.
And yet. And yet.
It didn’t make sense that I’d cry myself to sleep sometimes, sobbing like a little kid who woke up to discover that her
mama had left without saying goodbye.
It didn’t make sense that, even though it made my eyelids two inches thick the next morning, crying felt kind of…
good.
There’s something about dull pain that makes it worse than the sharp kind.
There’s something about half-happiness that makes it worse than full-sadness.
There’s something about having some of “it all” that makes you feel like you have absolutely nothing.
I can’t remember the exact moment I realized I had to leave it—the perfect apartment, the sensible relationship, the
solid career plan—but I do remember wandering down some dark street (was it in Santa Monica?), my long coat
splayed open and billowing behind me like a cape, a warm mist on my bare throat, my lungs suddenly a little too full.
All around me there must have been stores, cars, traffic lights, but all that’s left in my memory are pale yellow blurs
in the night, like Christmas lights wound around tree branches.
I remember staring hard into that corridor in my mind that led to my future and only seeing a gaping doorway with
pure darkness on the other side. No, what I saw was darker than darkness; it was nothingness. If surprise had a
sound, then the roar emanating from that doorway would have been deafening.

“I CAN’T REMEMBER THE EXACT MOMENT I REALIZED I HAD TO LEAVE
IT—THE PERFECT APARTMENT, THE SENSIBLE RELATIONSHIP, THE SOLID
CAREER PLAN—BUT I DO REMEMBER WANDERING DOWN SOME DARK
STREET...”

TANIA LUNA
It didn’t make me happy. That’s not the word for it. There was too much terror for happiness. It made me… joyful. Like when you’re little and you’re pretty sure that magic exists and adults have just forgotten. Like when you
realize, if you’re ever stupid, brave, and lucky enough to realize, that true love exists, and it feels just how you
dreamt it would.
Over and over I said: “I see nothing. I see nothing.” And each time it filled me with a fresh wave of fear and giddiness.
This was crazy. But this was right. And this was honest.
That perfect apartment, sensible relationship, solid career plan were somebody else’s dream. If I had walked
down that corridor in my mind and placed my hand on the doorknob of Door Number One labeled “good, safe,
predictable life,” and turned it, and opened it, and walked in, and locked the door behind me, it would have been
a clear day inside, and I would see far into my future down to my last breaths. A good, safe, predictable life with
no surprises. A good, safe, predictable deathbed with my last words something creepy and cryptic like “Other
Door.”
Other Door. The beautiful, infinite, terrifying Nothing that I had given up because it could give me no guarantees,
no net, and only surprises.
Maybe if I had chosen Door Number One, I would have spent less time yanking at my hair. Grinding my teeth.
Double-checking my bank account to make sure we can afford a trip to the grocery store this week. Less time
questioning myself, pushing myself, reminding myself to “breathe, just breathe—things will be easier tomorrow
morning.”
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“... IF I HAD CHOSEN DOOR NUMBER ONE... I WOULD HAVE ALSO
SPENT LESS TIME LAUGHING SO HARD AND DEEP THAT DARKNESS
STARTS TO DANCE AROUND THE EDGES. LESS TIME RELISHING THE
LOVELY LITTLE THINGS...”

THE OTHER DOOR
But I would have also spent less time laughing so hard and deep that darkness starts to dance around the edges.
Less time relishing the lovely little things: the sound of my dog snoring, the silhouette of my husband walking up the
hill to our street, the feel of warm water rushing through my fingers on a winter morning, the scent of fresh biscuits
tumbling out into the hallway, the yellow circle of light on my desk as I tap, tap on my keyboard with one sleepy cat
on each arm of my broken recliner.
I would have spent less time with my eyes wide, half my lower lip tucked into my mouth, my fingers cold but tingling
with anticipation. And I’m pretty certain that I would have spent a lot less time looking in the mirror and thinking:
“You’re alright, kid. You’re honest. I like you.”
I suppose this is like Mr. Frost’s diverging roads in the wood, only it isn’t at all about taking the one less traveled. It’s
about taking the one you earnestly want to take. It’s not about looking down to see which path bears more footprints;
it’s about keeping your eyes fixed straight as you walk where you really want. Path or no path. You just walk…
Why am I going on about doors and paths? I guess I’m trying to put words to that feeling and, more importantly, to
that invisible verb that I took a few years back.
I chose surprise. I chose to let myself be surprised.
I’m not just talking about starting an untested business or moving in with a man I’d just met or putting aside graduate school. I’m talking about making a choice, a lifestyle choice, to always follow my truth, even if (especially if) it lies
within the unknown. I’m talking about choosing not to let my comfort zone become the cliff at the edge of my flat
world.

“I WOULD HAVE SPENT LESS TIME WITH MY EYES WIDE, HALF MY LOWER
LIP TUCKED INTO MY MOUTH, MY FINGERS COLD BUT TINGLING WITH
ANTICIPATION... [AND] A LOT LESS TIME LOOKING IN THE MIRROR AND
THINKING: ‘YOU’RE ALRIGHT, KID. YOU’RE HONEST. I LIKE YOU.’”

TANIA LUNA
What I’m saying is nothing new. Live fully, it’s called. Dance like no one’s watching, they say. But to me the words
that made a difference were: “I see nothing… and that’s okay.”
And there’s more to it than that. I understand now that it’s not just about conquering fear of surprise, it’s also
about relishing surprises—these juicy, succulent gifts from life that make us a little wiser and our memories a
little more vibrant.
It’s about whipping open my arms and saying: “Come surprise me, world! Hurt me, help me, give me, take from
me, show me.” I understand now that this is what it means to be in love with life. To love life is to love surprise—
the sheer unpredictability of it all.
You might be wondering how this relates to Surprise Industries. What does loving life and following your truth
have to do with ice sculpting and fire eating? For me, Surprise Industries is about letting people walk through
the Other Door to face the unknown. It’s not THE door, I know. But it is a practice door. So maybe when they walk
down that corridor and see THE door in their real lives, they will find that it’s not so heavy to pull open. Selfishly, I
relish the time that we’re all on the other side, looking a little dazed, breathless, giddy, and madly in love with life.
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“IT’S ABOUT WHIPPING OPEN MY ARMS AND SAYING: “COME SURPRISE ME, WORLD! HURT ME, HELP ME, GIVE ME, TAKE FROM ME,
SHOW ME.” I UNDERSTAND NOW THAT THIS IS WHAT IT MEANS TO
BE IN LOVE WITH LIFE. TO LOVE LIFE IS TO LOVE SURPRISE—THE
SHEER UNPREDICTABILITY OF IT ALL.”

UNEXPECTED MIRRORS OF WINE
LEAH KASHANI

Leah is a psychology student at Hunter College in New York City. She is a research assistant for
Tania Luna’s study of surprise and social sharing and an aspiring organizational psychologist.
She also writes poetry, sings, knits, and speaks five languages.

“... BUT WHEN I IMAGINE MY LIFE FOR THE NEXT HOWEVER
MANY YEARS, I AM KISSING HER LIPS OF WINE THAT ONLY TASTE
SWEETER WITH AGE....”

LEAH KASHANI
She didn’t like my new camera, because she thought it was too honest.
She would hide her skin behind the flash of the light, and attempt to make those
serious faces, but to me she just looked angry.
Truly though, my camera isn’t honest enough.
Sometimes I wake up in the middle of the night, with a sick feeling in my stomach
because of a dream where I lost her.
Every single time after waking up, I realize my dream was just a trick of the night,
but every single time I cannot fall back asleep for hours.
The nightmare has a way of twisting my stomach and pushing on my chest as if it
were deceiving my heart; as if somehow it were all true.
And all I had left were pictures.
This one right here, of her smile, is not honest at all, because a moment before I
took the shot she was singing about sorrow.
Her eyes were closed, and I felt her every word, humming in me like a drum.
And these pictures cannot capture the way her hair clings to my 5 o’clock shadow,
or the bloom of her cheeks when I tell her she’s the one I want to grow old with.
Naturally, she shudders at the thought of wrinkled skin, and tells me how lonely
her grandma must feel.
But when I imagine my life for the next however many years, I am kissing her lips
of wine that only taste sweeter with age.
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UNEXPECTED MIRRORS OF WINE
INSPIRATION
I’ve been thinking about surprise since I started doing research with Tania at Hunter College. We’ve been investigating whether people share surprising experiences more than non-surprising ones and mulling over why we
humans have the desire to talk about our lives.
When something surprises us, it’s what psychologists call a schema discrepancy—when what you thought you
knew doesn’t match what you are experiencing. Sometimes this discrepancy can be so uncomfortable that we
avoid anything that surprises us or we explain it away.
This got me thinking about relationships and love and the schemas or mental models we hold about what true
love is. The media tends to frame our understanding of love, relationships, and especially beauty. I think you have
to let yourself feel surprised when you’re in a relationship—to find those tiny, unexpected things about each other
and your own feelings that don’t fit into society’s preconceived notions. If you’re not letting surprise in, you’re just
looking at the way you expect them to be and not the way they really are.

“THROUGHOUT MY YEAR OF SURPRISE PLANNING, I’VE SEEN THAT
IT’S NOT THE SHOWY, EXPENSIVE THINGS THAT MAKE US FEEL WE
HAVE VALUE BUT RATHER THE TINY FLASHES OF TRUE CONNECTION AND UNDERSTANDING THAT WE REMEMBER MOST. IT IS THE
MOMENTS WHEN WE FEEL SOMETHING RESONATE DEEPLY...”

SURPRISE! YOU’RE NOT (REALLY) ALONE
CAROLYN MCCANDLISH

Carolyn is co-owner of Surprise Industries and the Director of Experience Design. She has a degree in Psychology from Harvard and has trained, taught, and performed as an actor in New York.
She has a weak spot for surprises, dancing, and free buffets.
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SURPRISE! YOU’RE NOT (REALLY) ALONE
I am an emotion addict. Whether it is ecstatic joy, profound sadness, or paralyzing fear, I am attracted to raw,
heightened states of being. For me, it’s the best way to feel alive, and it catapults me into truly living in my body.
As a child, this proclivity to “feel my feelings” often made things tricky. I remember collapsing in the aisle, sobbing hysterically, at the end of Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat at age seven. We’d have to wait
to rent certain movies on video just so I wouldn’t disrupt other audience members’ experiences.
I was painfully shy, hiding behind my mother’s skirt and often letting my older sisters speak for me. Surprisingly
though, I was always drawn to performing. Perhaps it was the seductive thrill of terror running through my body
or the opportunity to come alive in a way I couldn’t in daily life. On stage, I transformed and let go. The shy girl
who once peed her pants in front of the whole class (rather than suffer the humiliation of asking to go to the
bathroom) also danced in a grass skirt and bikini top to “Under the Sea” for the school-wide lip-synching contest,
just one month later.
It all boils down to vulnerability. Acting is baring yourself to help others access their own vulnerability. It is stripping away the mask of false confidence and appropriateness to reveal the raw secrets and insecurities of our
existence. My best experiences sitting in the audience are those when I am alone among strangers and something on stage resonates painfully. Part mortified and part exhilarated, I look to my left and right in the darkness
thinking, “Wow, I thought it was just me.”
Many of us are terrified of dying alone. I believe this fear is rooted in the existential truth that gnaws and nags at
so many: that we are ultimately inextricably alone in this world. No amount of best friends, soul mates, sisters,
or lovers can change the fact that no one can ever truly know everything about us. And we can never fully know
another--we can get close, but it is impossible to experience every experience and feel every feeling.

“... MOST PEOPLE ARE TERRIFIED THAT IF WE ARE TRULY SEEN IN
OUR DARK, UNCENSORED GLORY, WE WILL NOT BE GOOD ENOUGH.
SO INSTEAD OF FACING THAT POTENTIAL SHAME, WE HIDE OUR
DEEPEST TRUTHS BY CUTTING OFF OUR VULNERABILITY.”

CAROLYN MCCANDLISH
And so we seek ways to connect, to be vulnerable, as a way to enrich life and reduce the pain of solitude.
We want people to understand us, to see us fully for who we are and still accept us. When we get down to it
though, most people are terrified that if we are truly seen in our dark, uncensored glory, we will not be good
enough. So instead of facing that potential shame, we hide our deepest truths by cutting off our vulnerability.1
We are at our most vulnerable when we are not in control, so for a vulnerability addict, surprises are like crack.
Research shows that when we are surprised, our emotions intensify by 300-400%.2 So, of course, I love surprises.
The one time I tried snooping for Christmas presents, I saw an American Girl doll accessory box in my mom’s
closet and immediately abandoned my plan. Despite adoring American Girl accessories, I felt a wave of disappointment wash over me when I realized I had ruined the surprise. And I hate spoilers so much that I cried
when someone told me (SPOILER ALERT) that Marissa Cooper died in the Season 3 finale of The O.C.--not
because I was sad that Mischa Barton was leaving or because I was particularly attached to the show (okay,
maybe I was a liiittle attached), but because I was deprived of the opportunity to feel the emotional rush of a
surprise.
So in October of 2012, when I received an email from Tania Luna asking if I’d be willing to help with a surprise, I
gladly accepted. Not only did I like being surprised, I also liked planning them. I often surprised loved ones with
little personal notes or silly gifts. I even surprised my sister for her engagement party AND her baby shower
when she (and I, originally) thought I couldn’t come to either. Both times, she burst into tears, so touched by the
effort that went in to keeping it a secret (we’re an emotional family).
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“SO WHAT WAS IT ABOUT THIS FACE THAT DROVE THIS WOMAN TO
TEARS? THE FACE THAT MADE ME IMMEDIATELY INQUIRE ABOUT A
LONG-TERM CAREER WITH SURPRISE INDUSTRIES? VULNERABILITY. THE AUTHENTIC EXPRESSION OF OPENNESS AND GRATITUDE
THAT RESULTS FROM BEING SEEN AND APPRECIATED DEEPLY.”

SURPRISE! YOU’RE NOT (REALLY) ALONE
But I had never surprised a stranger before. I didn’t know anything about Surprise Industries or Tania. I had just
finished assistant directing and producing an interactive film for the New York Film Festival, and Tania knew the
director and had offered help with editing. I thought I’d return the favor.
My mission was to stand in Union Square holding a rose to give to a man I had never met. His wife had booked a
Surprise for their two-year anniversary, hoping to do something nice and unexpected for her husband. I was the
last stop on a series of personalized moments that would ultimately bring him to Blue Water Grill. I was assured
that the rose was an inside joke that he would understand: on their first date, on their way out of Blue Water Grill,
a man had tried to sell them a rose, but they refused to take it. So, when a black SUV pulled up and a man with a
baseball cap stepped out, I walked up to him, held out the rose, and said, “I think you should take it this time.”
I will never forget the look on the face of this man who was the recipient of my first professional surprise. I like to
refer to it as “unselfconscious joy”--that euphoric, dazed look like a kid on Christmas day (when he hasn’t been
snooping).
His response: “Oh my gosh, she remembered EVERYTHING!” And when I tried to lead him into the restaurant, telling him his wife was waiting for him, another look of disbelief: “My WIFE?! Is there?! In there?! In the restaurant?!”
Unbridled enthusiasm, uncensored emotion. When he got his bearings and finally walked inside, he locked eyes
with his wife, and she immediately burst into tears at the sight of his face alone.
So what was it about this face that drove this woman to tears? The face that made me immediately inquire about
a long-term career with Surprise Industries? Vulnerability. The authentic expression of openness and gratitude that
results from being seen and appreciated deeply. Living so completely in the moment because we have no way of
knowing what will happen next. Feeling less existentially alone because that moment is shared in a powerful way.
I’m now the Director of Experience Design at Surprise Industries. Throughout my year of surprise planning, I’ve
seen that it’s not the showy, expensive things that make us feel we have value but rather the tiny flashes of true
connection and understanding that we remember most. It is the moments when we feel something resonate
deeply, we look to our right and left, and we see eyes looking back at us through the darkness saying, “I’m right
there with you.”
1. Inspired by Brené Brown’s research (www.brenebrown.com)
2. http://www.boston.com/news/globe/ideas/articles/2007/08/19/your_brain_on_gambling/?page=full

“I TOLD MY WIFE TO SIGN ME UP FOR THAT FREE FALL CLASS. AN
EXPERIENCE THAT DEFIED EVERYTHING I HAD BEEN RAISED TO
AVOID. A SURPRISE THAT HAD ME LET GO, NOT OF CONTROL, BUT OF
THE ILLUSION OF CONTROL.”

THE GOOD, THE BAD AND THE EARLY
BRIAN LUNA

Brian is an actor, writer, lead adventure host at Surprise Industries, and a huge Elvis fan. He’s
also married to Tania Luna (the CEO and co-founder of Surprise Industries).
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THE GOOD, THE BAD, AND THE EARLY
Growing up in Texas is like growing up in a Clint Eastwood factory. From a young age, we are told exactly what
being a MAN should be like. We are prepared, like extremist boy scouts, to take on varmints, polecats, villains,
and Santa Anna’s Mexican army should the need arise again.
Anticipation is a weapon and vulnerability, a four letter word. Boys are born and right then, their futures (every
step, every catch, and every yard gained) are mapped out. At the end of it all, there lies a glorious career within
the realm of the Dallas Cowboys or the professional wrestling circuit.
We are walking proof that Die Hard’s John McClane wasn’t just the right man at the wrong time, he could also
have very well been from San Antonio. We sit facing exits, never turning our backs to the door at restaurants. We
take corners wide. We keep our head on a swivel. We look people in the eye when we shake hands. We speak
our given names clearly. We always walk closest to the traffic side of the sidewalk. We don’t cry in public and, if
we do, we make sure there is a bottle of something stronger than Dr. Pepper in our paws. We get to places early
to make sure they are safe and there are never any surprises.
Each morning is really about the end of the day: do I make it? The ones I love still with me? We live in the anticipation and go through life like script pages. If it gets too hairy, just jump ahead a few scenes and see what’s
waiting for you. We fight every moment for that elusive eel of a concept: CONTROL.
And this was my life, a perfect mixture of two words - controlcipation. I was happy. I was a Texan. I was a MAN.
Then, I jumped from a building.
Let me go back a bit. I was at a spot in my life where I looked into the mirror and wondered how I had got there.

“GROWING UP IN TEXAS IS LIKE GROWING UP IN A CLINT EASTWOOD
FACTORY. FROM A YOUNG AGE, WE ARE TOLD EXACTLY WHAT BEING
A MAN SHOULD BE LIKE. WE ARE PREPARED, LIKE EXTREMIST BOY
SCOUTS, TO TAKE ON VARMINTS, POLECATS, VILLAINS...”

BRIAN LUNA
Not existentially, mind you, but physically. I couldn’t tell you the steps I took to get in front of this mirror. I
couldn’t tell you what color the boards were under my feet, or the smell of the new candle in our hallway.
As a kid, I used to look at walls and see shapes in the imperfections and sit in the tub and create stories from
these tiny universes all around me. So what happened, I wondered?
I looked closer at the wall next to my stained mirror and sure enough, a smiling dragon looked at me as if to say,
“We’re still here. You just have to find us.” They hadn’t given up on me and, by Texas, I wouldn’t let them go.
I told my wife to sign me up for that free fall class. An experience that defied everything I had been raised to
avoid. A surprise that had me let go, not of control, but of the illusion of control.
I got there early and looked around, looking for training certificates and investigating to make sure this place
was free of villains. I read everything they had posted on their walls and looked through the waiver form as if it
was issue #131 of The Amazing Spider-man. I still didn’t feel good and felt even worse when the stuntman who
was going to train us for the next hour introduced himself by falling three stories into the safety bag.
My stomach dropped and a cold sweat poured over me like liquid armor preparing to protect me by “sitting this
one out.” Then, I looked over and saw something that changed me forever. My wife’s smile.
She had just seen the same thing that I had and yet she was smiling like she had just tasted a strawberry for
the first time. This was a woman who was half my size, who sometimes got hurt getting out of bed, who cried
harder than anyone I had ever seen at the movie UP, and who was not from Texas. She clapped her hands and
was the only one who could form a sentence when the instructor rolled off the mat and asked if anyone else
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“AS A KID, I USED TO LOOK AT WALLS AND SEE SHAPES IN THE
IMPERFECTIONS AND SIT IN THE TUB AND CREATE STORIES FROM
THESE TINY UNIVERSES ALL AROUND ME. SO WHAT HAPPENED, I
WONDERED?”

THE GOOD, THE BAD, AND THE EARLY
wanted to try it. This was a woman who lived right here and right now. Who didn’t care to get here early because
she just wanted to play.
And then it hit me. I had forgotten what it was like to just get to a place and see all of the glory and colors along
the way. I was a Man who had lost his PLAY. I closed my eyes for a moment and held them that way, tight as
I could, and hoped to everything above that when I opened them I would just be, here. Now. In this moment. I
opened them and tiny invisible stars danced around my surroundings and when they dissipated, standing there,
was my playmate.
“Are you alright?” my wife asked.
“Huh?” I eloquently answered.
“Look we don’t have to do this if you don’t want. I know you’re scared of heights…”
I couldn’t stop the smile that started to spread across my face, maybe because I didn’t want to, and maybe
because I knew what that smile meant. It was the sort of smile that you might see on a playground when a kid is
looking at a swing set but seeing a spaceship. It’s the kind of smile that shatters armor and erases words from
your vocabulary like controlcipati…
“Are you kidding? I’ll race you to the top!”
Today, I still walk closest to the street when walking with my wife and I still take my corners a little wider than
most on dark nights, but I also cry like hell at movies like Love Actually and allow myself to be here and now. I
wake up and embrace my life and live between the blinks instead of in front of them. I let my wife surprise me as
often as she wants (which is often), and I try never to anticipate.

“AND THEN IT HIT ME. I HAD FORGOTTEN WHAT IT WAS LIKE TO JUST
GET TO A PLACE AND SEE ALL OF THE GLORY AND COLORS ALONG
THE WAY. I WAS A MAN WHO HAD LOST HIS PLAY.”

BRIAN LUNA
It has made me a stronger Man, being able to dance with my wife in the middle of the street at the drop of a hat
with only the song we sing to guide us, without fear or ridicule. It has made me a better husband, being able to
really listen and learn to be in the moment. I stopped worrying about getting to places early, or how I was going
to get there, and started enjoying instead, the road that took me there and the little things I might have missed
while looking for an ambush.
And while it could be argued that my new-found love of surprise has distanced me from being Clint Eastwood, it
has definitely brought me closer to being Brian Luna.
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“IT HAS MADE ME A STRONGER MAN, BEING ABLE TO DANCE WITH
MY WIFE IN THE MIDDLE OF THE STREET AT THE DROP OF A HAT
WITH ONLY THE SONG WE SING TO GUIDE US, WITHOUT FEAR OR
RIDICULE...TO REALLY LISTEN AND LEARN TO BE IN THE MOMENT.”

“WHAT BETTER WAY TO REFLECT THE HEART-STOPPING JOY FELT FROM
AN UNEXPECTED SURPRISE THAN A LITTLE POP! ART.”

POP! ART

WAN SIANG CHEONG
Wan is a twenty-one-year-old idealist plagued with wanderlust. Determined to experience all the
world has to offer, Wan likes to spend her free time checking out new spots in town and trying out
different sports activities.

WAN SIANG
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POP! ART
What surprise/art means to me:
Sitting before a blank canvas, I never really know where my imagination will take me. A realistic sketch of flowers? An abstract explosion of colors? In the process of creating art, I lose myself in its every detail. And only at
the end, when I stop and look, I experience the surprise of seeing my creation in its entirety.

“I CAN DO MY BEST TO MAKE AN OUTCOME MORE FAVORABLE, BUT
THERE WILL UNDOUBTEDLY EXIST AN UNKNOWN THAT WILL STEER THE
RESULT. THIS FACTOR OF “UNKNOWN” IS CALLED MANY THINGS LIKE
LUCK, DESTINY, FATE, ETC. I CALL IT SURPRISE.”

RIDE THE WAVES
VICTORIA CHOK

Victoria is 19 years old and in her sophomore year at Western University pursuing a dual
degree in Medical Sciences and Business Administration. Due to her passion in innovation she
has led Canada’s largest student-run nonprofit, Nspire Innovation Network, to build value for
youth leaders in the business and technology space.
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“Life’s greatest gifts always come by surprise.” This phrase has held true throughout my life, and I’ve been thinking about it more, ever since I took part in a surprise created by Surprise Industries for a teen leader summit this
past year.
I find myself experiencing the greatest emotion and recalling the most vivid memories whenever there is an element of surprise. In fact, my life has been a mosaic of surprises and slivers of spontaneity that have molded me
into who I am today.
Let’s face it—the expected often gets boring and sometimes even becomes a chore. What sparks passion and
excitement are unanticipated gestures like a random act of kindness from a stranger, bumping into an old friend,
or stumbling upon forgotten artifacts.
In my nineteen years on Earth, I’ve learnt that nothing is fully in my control. I can do my best to make an outcome
more favorable, but there will undoubtedly exist an unknown that will steer the result. This factor of “unknown” is
called many things like luck, destiny, fate, etc. I call it surprise.
I would like to share with you three of the most defining moments in my life, all of which came entirely by surprise. And through each surprise, I learned a powerful life lesson.
The first story begins in a ballet class, where I trained from a very young age. When I became a teenager, and
had a chance to audition for a prestigious arts high school, I jumped at it. The requirements were intense and my
chances of being admitted were slim. But I attended the audition anyway. I stepped into the room, and suddenly
my nerves took over. I missed every combination. I couldn’t perform. I walked out of that studio and bid my dance
dreams goodbye.

“JOYCE WAS A SINGLE MOTHER WHO HAD FACED DEPRESSION AND
DOMESTIC ABUSE... I LEARNED THAT EVERY VOICE DESERVES TWO
ATTENTIVE EARS AND THAT WE CAN ALL LEARN SOMETHING FROM
EVERYONE.”

VICTORIA CHOK
Exactly one month before school was to start, I was at registration day at my home high school when I received a
call from my mother. Her exact words are a blur, but I distinctively remember my body being flooded with glee. I
had been accepted into the arts program!
The following four years at the school were some of the most transformational in my life. I built a close-knit community. I gained insights I still hold dear. And I learned to never lose hope in my passion.
My second major surprise was brief, but it had a profound impact on my outlook. It was the summer of my senior
year in high school and also my last day of work as a camp counselor. I was exhausted as I waited for the last
student to be picked up by her guardian. The last thing I needed was to entertain a complete stranger hovering
over me, inquiring about my feelings regarding children.
Nevertheless, the middle-aged woman named Joyce invited herself into a discussion anyway. My reluctant tenminute conversation with her quickly turned into the most insightful and thought-provoking discussion of my life.
Joyce was a single mother who had faced depression and domestic abuse. She shared her experiences and recovery process with me, a complete stranger who just needed some cheering up. I felt refreshed from her story
and viewed life from then on through a more optimistic lens. I learned that every voice deserves two attentive
ears and that we can all learn something from everyone.
The final experience I would like to share is about turning a foe into a lifeline. While I was attending a youth
summit in New York City (the same one where I met Surprise Industries), I did a little research in advance to see
who else was selected. To my surprise, there was another Canadian in attendance, a female who competed with
me for an award (which neither of us won).
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“MY FIRST INSTINCT WAS TO SIZE HER UP AND BECOME HOSTILE
WITHOUT EVEN MEETING HER IN PERSON. HOWEVER, THROUGHOUT
THE WEEK, WE BECAME THE BEST OF FRIENDS, CHEERING EACH
OTHER ON IN OUR INITIATIVES...”

RIDE THE WAVES
My first instinct was to size her up and become hostile without even meeting her in person. However, throughout
the week, we became the best of friends, cheering each other on in our initiatives and connecting frequently
post-summit regardless of our busy schedules. Despite living on opposite ends of Canada, she became my go-to
person. And I am grateful for having her in my life. This surprise taught me to regard assumptions as assumptions and not facts.
So what have I learned? Life is full of surprises, and surprises are our best teachers. If we follow them, they will
guide us to new perspectives, people, and opportunities. To get the most out of this education, embrace the
unpredictable and let go of control. Simply feel the winds, surrender to the tides and ride the waves.

“SO WHAT HAVE I LEARNED? LIFE IS FULL OF SURPRISES, AND SURPRISES ARE OUR BEST TEACHERS. IF WE FOLLOW THEM, THEY WILL
GUIDE US TO NEW PERSPECTIVES, PEOPLE, AND OPPORTUNITIES.
TO GET THE MOST OUT OF THIS EDUCATION, EMBRACE THE UNPREDICTABLE AND LET GO OF CONTROL.”

IN DIALOGUE WITH
KAT DUDINA

Kat was born in Ukraine and moved to the United States as a pre-teen. Since then her world has
been full of surprises – some pleasant and some not. Perhaps that is what caused her to select
two fields, in which surprise is a part of the daily routine. In addition to being one of the founders
of Surprise Industries, she is also a Sign Language interpreter and often finds herself in surprising
situations in both of her positions. Kat is fluent in four languages and can get by in three others.
Her favorite things are traveling and eating.

“THE ONLY NATURAL NEXT STEP WAS FOR US TO START OUR OWN
COMPANY, ONE THAT WAS SURPRISING AND DEALT WITH PEOPLE AND
EXPERIENCES, NOT THINGS. THAT’S HOW SURPRISE INDUSTRIES WAS
BORN...PEOPLE HAVE COMMENTED ON HOW LETTING GO OF CONTROL
AND TRYING A NEW EXPERIENCE IS ACTUALLY LIFE-CHANGING.”
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KAT DUDINA
Shirin – Hi Kat! Thanks for talking with Courageous Creativity! Tell us what being surprised means to you and what
is it about Surprise that attracts you?
Kat – Surprise is exciting because it enhances any experience by making it unexpected. My partner (and sister)
Tania goes more into the psychology behind this, which basically has something to do with the brain processing
expected and unexpected information differently, which makes surprise more memorable and delightful.
For me personally, it feels more like a natural state of being, after all, what in the world was predictable back when
humans were hunters / gatherers? I think we want predictability, but in the end, surprise is what makes life more
interesting and exciting.
Shirin – What about the uncertainty involved in being surprised? How do you feel about the lack of control, of planning?
Kat – Well, there are two different sides to planning surprise. The customer’s side is having to let go of control. My
side is making sure that despite their letting go, they still have a controlled experience. By taking care of the planning
and making all the necessary preparations, I ensure the customer’s experience isn’t unpleasant or chaotic.
But in general it is surprisingly freeing to let go. I’ve been a customer (Surprise Industries planned a surprise for me
for Valentine’s Day) and it is absolutely exhilarating waiting to find out what the experience is going to be. You don’t
even realize it until you’re there, waiting to be surprised.
Shirin – How did the idea of Surprise Industries come about?
Kat – Tania (my sister) and I were in my mother’s kitchen, in the middle of commenting on thesomethingstore.com which sends out things in a box - you don’t know what you’re going to get until you receive the package.

“THE PSYCHOLOGY BEHIND THIS...HAS SOMETHING TO DO WITH THE
BRAIN PROCESSING EXPECTED AND UNEXPECTED INFORMATION
DIFFERENTLY, WHICH MAKES SURPRISE MORE MEMORABLE AND
DELIGHTFUL.”

IN DIALOGUE WITH
We thought it was a neat idea, but started talking about how things provide only a temporary satisfaction, but
experiences create memories.
The only natural next step was for us to start our own company, one that was surprising and dealt with people
and experiences, not things. That’s how Surprise Industries was born. Of course, now it is so much more than
that. People have commented on how letting go of control and trying a new experience is actually life-changing.
Shirin – What was the response like in the beginning? Did you find clients easily?
Kat – The response was mixed. Many people thought it was a brilliant idea. Others could not understand why
someone would pay for something if they didn’t know what it was going to be. In the end, we realized we can
only cater to those people who are ready to be surprised.
Some of the non-believers do actually turn into believers and the response has been unexpected for us as well.
We never really had an issue convincing enough people to be surprised though, it was just a matter of spreading
the word.
Shirin – You mentioned how you work with teams in offices etc. Can you tell us more about that?
Kat – Working with corporate groups started as a challenge and has turned into our passion. The challenge is in
that often the person in charge of planning the company outing or team building is apprehensive about trusting
us to plan everything without revealing what the experience is going to be ahead of time (our policy is that NO
ONE in the company knows).
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“MANY PEOPLE THOUGHT IT WAS A BRILLIANT IDEA. OTHERS COULD
NOT UNDERSTAND WHY SOMEONE WOULD PAY FOR SOMETHING IF
THEY DIDN’T KNOW WHAT IT WAS GOING TO BE. IN THE END, WE
REALIZED WE CAN ONLY CATER TO THOSE PEOPLE WHO ARE READY
TO BE SURPRISED.”

KAT DUDINA
But if you think about it, we actually customize all of our surprises based on the responses we get on our questionnaire from the entire team, so there is a higher chance everyone will be happy with it, than with a predictable
scavenger hunt. Plus, this levels the playing field - everyone from the intern to the CEO gets surprised, which actually helps with group dynamics. We have never received bad feedback from a company that has taken a chance at
surprise. If anything, the skeptics have become our biggest cheerleaders.
Shirin – Do you have some favorite surprise experiences that you provided your clients with that you could share
with us?
Kat – There are so many... One is when a client wanted to surprise her husband and help him face his fear of
heights. In the end she ended up having to work through her own fear and he expressed an interest in wanting to
take up the experience as a hobby, he was so into it.
Another one was a surprise proposal, which we helped plan for a nervous groom-to-be. There was so much positive
emotion, not just from the couple, but from everyone around them, who learned they were both experiencing surprise
together as a symbol of their new life together.

“WORKING WITH CORPORATE GROUPS...HAS TURNED INTO OUR PASSION. THE CHALLENGE IS IN THAT OFTEN THE PERSON IN CHARGE OF
PLANNING THE COMPANY OUTING OR TEAM BUILDING IS APPREHENSIVE ABOUT TRUSTING US TO PLAN EVERYTHING WITHOUT REVEALING WHAT THE EXPERIENCE IS GOING TO BE...”
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PHOTOGRAPHY
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Jillian is a University of Miami graduate from Brooklyn, New York. After working at a major
cable network for several years, she transitioned into Human Resources where she coordinates
Recruiting efforts. Her desire to make others happy, express herself artistically, and always ask
why are key to her evolving outlook on life. Her camera captures her perspectives. Jillian met
Tania Luna in high school and has seen Surprise Industries grow and change from the day of
its launch.
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